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Introduction 


e A puzzle should be more than about typing one 
line of text correctly. A good puzzle involves 
several ideas. 


e A player should not get too many points for | 
simply picking up a key and unlocking a door. 

e Areal reward for solving a puzzle in the game is 
“to offer the player some new rooms and objects 
to play with”. 

e “Nonetheless, a good game mixes the easy with 
the hard, especially early on.” 
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Three big mistakes 


e The “Get-X-Use-X” syndrome 

— A few puzzles in a game will always be in the Get- 
X-Use-X style. 

— However, making every puzzle about picking up an 
object, using the object, and discarding the object, 
is a mistake. 

e pick up a door key, then look for a locked door... 
e pick up a bicycle pump, then look for a bicycle... 
e pick up a pin, then look for balloons to burst... 
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Three big mistakes 


e The “What's-The-Verb” syndrome 


— Imagine you are trying to use a bicycle pump but “use 
pump’, “utilize pump”, “pump tyre”, and “blow up 
tyre”, don t work: only “inflate tyre” works. 

— Designing a lot of the gameplay to be about guessing 
the right verb is a mistake. Players can get quickly 


frustrated. 

— Too much tolerance of verbs can, however, lead to 
situations where everything can moved rather than 
pushed, pulled, or rotated. 
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Three big mistakes 


e The “In-Joke” syndrome 


— It is usually a mistake to create a game around a 
situation that only the designer and his or her 
family, friends or co-workers know about. 

e Players outside the circle of family, friends or co- 
workers are unlikely to be able to appreciate any 
situation specific humour. 

e Situation specific characters and objects are unlikely to 
be interesting to other players. 


— but “what artist has not immortalised his madder friends at 
One time or another?” . 
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Machinery 


e Sensible machine puzzles are easy to create: 


— levers need to be pulled, switches need to be pressed, 
cogs need to be turned 


— tools to operate the machine may be required 

e Machines can transform things. 
— sometimes in a magical way 

e A machine might function across several sections of a 
map, helping to make the map seem cohesive. 


e A machine might be a kind of vehicle, for example, a 
car, truck, boat, or even a hot-air balloon. Travelling 
then becomes more than just a set of rules about 
walking. 


1/20/2009 Dr Andy Brooks 6 


Puzzles from “The Craft of Adventure” by Graham Nelson 


Keys and Doors 


e “Almost invariably, games close off sections of the 
map (temporarily) by putting them behind locked 
doors.” 

e Being able to open and close doors on both sides 
can make the gameplay more realistic. 

e Instead of locks, gameplay could, for example, 
require the player to overcome a gate-keeper or 
state a secret password. 

e A master key can be used to unlock more than 
one door. 
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Elements: Fire 


e Fire has many useful properties for gameplay: 


— a source of light 
— can destroy things 
— can soften things 
— can cook food 

e If a player carries a burning torch or a box of 
matches around, however, then “the game 
needs to know whether or not every object in 
the game can catch fire and be destroyed”. 
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Ææ 
Elements: water | 


e When a water source is available, players will, for example, 
try drinking, swimming, or washing. 

e “They will try to walk away with the water.” 

e Liquids can be carried in a refillable container, but liquids 
are endlessly indivisible. A compromise is to define the 
Capacity of a water bottle, for example, to be 5 units and to 
define a swallow as 1 unit drunk at a time. 

e “A player who tries to pour water over (most) things is 
simply admonished and told not to.” 

e Implementing swimming or being underwater is difficult. 

— What happens to any object being held? 


— Cana player swim or move underwater while carrying several 
heavy objects? 
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Elements: Air 


e Asmall room might have no ventilation and a 
player who lingers too long becomes starved 
of air and suffocates. 


e A player may be underwater and have to rely 
on diving gear and an air supply. 


e “One should not kill the player at once when 
he enters such a hostile environment.” 


e Some games even implement kinds of gases, 
for example, laughing gas. 
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Elements: Earth 


e “One of the oldest puzzles around is digging for buried 
treasure.” 


e Many traditional games have a shovel to be found, 
picked up, and used for digging. 


e Inthe real, outdoor world, it is possible to dig 
anywhere, but games cannot really allow this. Aside 
from the site of the buried treasure itself, games 
usually advise the player that you can t dig here. 


e Digging earth, nevertheless, can make for a good 
puzzle: for example, a hole creates a new container, or 
a hole creates a tunnel between rooms. 
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e Animals can move and display curious behaviour 
(and so make the game more interesting). 

e A classic animal puzzle is to feed an animal with 
something tasty to make it obedient and then do 
something useful (for example, fetch the key). 

e Growing a plant into a giant beanstalk is a cliche, 
“so naturally no self-respecting author would 
write one’. 

e Plants can help create variety. 

— trees can be climbed 
— undergrowth can be pulled away to reveal a door 
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Peo p | e (Non-Player Characters) 


e People can be difficult to implement because, ideally, 
they have to: 
— react to events 
have sufficient knowledge to make conversation 
— sometimes obey instructions 
move around the game world in a consistent way 
— have a personality and display an attitude toward the 
game player 
— own things 
e People expect to be attacked, have things given to 
them, have things thrown at them, or “even seduced 
by a desparate player”. 


Puzzles from “The Craft of Adventure” by Graham Nelson 


Peo p | e (Non-Player Characters) 


e Good NPCs turn up at different times during the 
game and occasionally do surprising things. 


e Playtesting often reveals the need to improve the 
conversation with NPCs. 


e “The woman selling bread-crumbs at the very 
beginning of Trinity (who does not play a huge 
role in the game) can say over 50 different 
things.” 

e Some NPCs will be simple: “the humble door- 
keeper who has nothing to do but check passes.” 


The Upgraded, Consolidated, Infocom Bugs List 


http://www.xyzzynews.com/infocombugs.htmil 


Suspect 
BUG VERSION 1 *14/841005 Y 


It is possible to get to Veronica's office before her murder occurs. At 
the beginning of the game, you have to get to the office by going west 
3 times, south 6 times, west twice, and then north twice. This will get 
you to the office at 9:13 P.M., where you will see the fairy mask, but 


not the description of Veronica's body. Although Veronica actually 
reaches the office at 9:11, two minutes earlier (which can be 
confirmed by playing the game using ZIP for DOS with the -o switch 
active), her description doesn't turn up until 9:14. Typing "LOOK" the 
turn after you enter the office will cause time to pass, making it 9:14, 
and Veronica's body will suddenly appear out of nowhere. 

-- Paul David Doherty 
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M a Z e S gat En aoe 


“You are ina maze of twisty little passages, all alike. 


e Rooms in mazes often have different objects in them to 
distinguish them. 

e “Almost every game contains a maze” but everyone is 
so used to the idea, that a maze should offer a new 
twist that has not been done before. 

— do not design a standard maze 

e Mazes should not be ridiculously hard and boring and 
there should be one or more quick solutions for the 
game player: for example, 

— paying a local guide to take you through the maze 
— following fluorescent arrows painted in the floor which can 


only be seen in the dark EY EY > 
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Other Old Clichés f A 


e Light source puzzles are very common and typically 
involve light being needed to see an object or the way 
in a dark room. There can be a need to recharge the 
light source (change the battery, refill with oil,...). 


e The need to carry a bag of useful objects to solve a 
variety of puzzles can also be very common. Some 
sophisticated games actually work out the weight 
being carried. The convention is to limit the size of the 
bag to 4 items (because that s what some versions of 
Adventure did). 

— “it becomes ridiculous that a player can carry hundreds of 
bulky and fiddly things around all the time” 
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Other Old Cliches 


e The state of the player's health can create a 
variety of puzzles to be solved: 
e A player could, for example: 
— become tired and need sleep 
— become hungry and require food 
— become thirsty and require water 
— become wounded and require a bandage 


— become exhausted (through carrying a heavy bag) 
and require rest 


